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Looking Back
The Woman CPA is pleased to publish 
an invited history by Pearl A. Scherer, 
one of the first woman pioneers in the 
accounting profession. We believe you 
will find her story fascinating to read.
By Pearl A. Scherer
“You’ve come a long way, sister!” 
All the way from disenfranchised chat­
tel to self-controlled citizen of these 
United States! And all within my 
lifetime!
When Lincoln freed the slaves, it 
was only the men he freed. A woman, 
regardless of color, was still con­
sidered flighty, foolish, and unable to 
control her property, her children, or 
her destiny. These responsibilities 
were given first, to fathers, then to 
husbands. In the 1920s men finally 
granted women the right to vote, and 
many a husband and father 
discovered, for the first time, that his 
“little woman” had a mind and will of 
her own.
In the 1940s World War II brought 
great changes to our land. The men 
were off to war, and women suddenly 
gained the ability to not only balance 
their own checkbook, but to run 
businesses, factories, and do all kinds 
of men’s jobs. For several years, 
American women not only kept the 
“home fires” burning, but those of in­
dustry, the market place, and the finan­
cial empires; and also helped to put out 
the fires in volunteer fire companies, 
police forces and “black-out warden” 
brigades.
After the War, men were slow to 
realize that the statement, “woman’s 
place is in the home,” had ceased to 
be true; that women who had moved 
into factories, offices and businesses 
to replace soldiers would not consent 
to go back quietly to being 
housewives, clerks and subordinates. 
The professions were able to maintain 
their traditional male status much 
longer than business in general: first, 
because entry into the professions re­
quired special educational courses, 
not usually open to women; and se­
cond, because professional members 
presented a solid front discouraging 
women’s early attempts to gain entry. 
A lot of this “adverse climate” was due 
to people, both male and female, who 
had no axe to grind, but simply went 
along with the accepted dogma of the 
time. In this category I place the col­
lege counselors who advised me that 
there was “no place in accounting” for 
women, thus turning all female ap­
plicants into bookkeepers rather than 
accountants. Also, years later, the 
wives of CPAs who, upon meeting me 
at professional gatherings, invariably 
enquired, “Whose wife are you?,” giv­
ing the impression that such a creature 
as a female CPA did not exist.
When I, along with a host of other 
wives and mothers, went into the 
workplace during World War II, I 
started as a clerk with the Corps of 
Engineers, a department of the Army. 
I worked my way up through the ac­
counting department, finally being 
placed in charge of the first computer 
installation on the West Coast, and 
becoming one of the very few women 
of that day to receive the coveted Civil 
Service title of “Administrative Assis­
tant.” At the cessation of hostilities in 
the Pacific, I was sent to the Philippine 
Islands as Chief Accountant, charged 
with the responsibility of accounting for 
the reclamation of all equipment and 
supplies returned from the battle 
zones. This was a challenging and ex­
citing job: supervising the accounting 
for five widely-scattered storage 
depots; working with a Philippine crew, 
only one of whom spoke English; and 
working under primitive and often 
dangerous conditions arising from the 
state of civil war then in progress in the 
Islands. For instance, I had my own 
jeep for visiting the various depots, but 
I had to pick up an armed guard to ac­
company me every time I left the main 
base. The arms and medical supplies 
stored in these depots were one of the 
prime targets of the insurgents and we 
were often under armed attack.
In 1948 my husband (an engineer 
with the Corps) and I were transferred 
to Fairbanks, Alaska where the Corps 
was building military bases. There I 
headed the accounting department, 
annually handling millions of dollars 
worth of construction contracts. I soon 
realized that I needed to qualify for the 
CPA certificate to move up in position, 
so I started taking CPA coaching 
courses at night. At that time Alaska 
required two years experience in 
public accounting to qualify for the cer­
tificate, so I offered my services to the 
only CPA firm in Fairbanks. By using 
all my skill as a negotiator, and taking 
a big cut in pay, I went to work in public 
accounting, the only female in an all­
male office.
College counselors advised 
me there was “no place in 
accounting’’ for women.
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When I applied to sit for the CPA ex­
amination the State Board assumed I 
was a man, in spite of my given name 
of “Pearl.” And, since the examination 
was only given in Anchorage, three 
hundred miles away, the Board 
members did not know me. But, when 
I passed, they learned the truth. The 
Board held up my certificate for six 
months, trying to find some legitimate
In the Philippines my 
responsibility was accoun­
ting for the reclamation of 
equipment returned from 
the battle zones.
way to avoid certifying the first woman 
CPA in the Territory. Alaska became 
the 49th state some four years later. 
However my boss and a few other CPA 
friends convinced the Board to grant 
my certificate, No. 39, in 1955.
After I was officially certified, my 
former boss and I formed a partner­
ship, and continued to practice public 
accounting for the next ten years. I had 
no difficulty being accepted by our 
clients who were scattered over the en­
tire state, and included cities, public 
utilities, various school districts and 
commercial enterprises. In those days 
I, along with most other accountants, 
did the entire accounting job: con­
sulting on incorporating new 
businesses, setting up the accounting 
system, auditing and tax work. 
Because of my prior government ex­
perience with computers, I also 
assisted in installing the first computer 
system in Alaska. Travel was by air, 
and we flew thousands of miles each 
year in both small private planes and 
large commercial airlines.
After receiving my certificate, I im­
mediately joined the American Institute 
of CPAs. I also received an invitation 
to join the American Woman’s Socie­
ty of CPAs, which I accepted. In 1956, 
and for many subsequent years, I at­
tended the annual meeting of 
AWSCPA, which was then held in the 
same locality and immediately 
preceding the AICPA annual meeting. 
I met many of the real “pioneers” of 
women in accounting, made life-long 
friendships, and received great en­
couragement in pursuing my “lonely” 
career.
I had little difficulty being accepted 
by the majority of practicing CPAs, so 
when a group of CPAs met to consider 
forming the Alaska Society of CPAs, 
shortly after I received my certificate, 
one woman was included — me. Later 
my partner was elected the charter 
president, and I, the charter secretary. 
And, until the time I left Alaska, I re­
mained the only woman member of 
that organization.
In 1959 I was elected vice president 
of the Alaska Society and was asked 
to participate in the Washington State 
Society Annual Meeting as a speaker. 
At that meeting I was informed by a 
representative of the AICPA that I 
would “never” be admitted to the 
Governing Council of that body, which 
had always been 100 percent male. 
The following year, as president of the 
Alaska Society, I attended the AICPA 
annual meeting and was urged by the 
other women CPAs to attend the 
Council meeting, of which my 
presidency automatically made me a 
member, to find out the reaction. So, 
with fear and trembling, I entered the 
Council meeting chamber at the ap­
pointed hour — one woman among 
five hundred men. The AICPA presi­
dent was most gracious, publicly 
welcoming me to the Council as the 
very first woman member, and em­
phasizing that he welcomed the shat­
tering of that 50-year-plus custom. 
However, the row of seats in which I 
had chosen to sit remained complete­
ly empty for the balance of the 
meeting.
The same year the Internal Revenue 
Service opened a district office in An­
chorage. As the Alaska Society presi­
dent I was invited to appear on televi­
sion with the District Director and 
welcome the IRS to the State. I subse­
quently became good friends with the 
Director and was offered an “ex­
cellent” job with the Service, but not 
as an auditor “because the Service 
restricted the audit division to males 
only.” Understandably, I was not 
interested.
Some years later I was appointed a 
member of the Alaska State Board of 
Accountancy (another first for a 
woman) and was serving as president 
of that Board at the time I left Alaska 
in 1965. As president, it was my very 
great pleasure to sign the certificate 
granted the second woman CPA cer­
tified by the State of Alaska.
Both my partner and I taught ad­
vanced accounting courses, including 
CPA coaching, at the University of 
Alaska for several years on a part-time 
basis. In connection with these 
classes, we started an internship pro­
gram in our firm and were gratified to 
have several members receive their 
CPA certificates.
In 1964 my partner suffered a fatal 
heart attack, so I carried on the firm as 
a sole proprietorship. Then in late 1965 
my husband had a severe stroke and 
the doctors forbade his ever returning 
to the severe Alaskan climate. I sold 
my practice to a national firm, sold our 
home, and left the North for sunny 
California. We settled in Orange Coun­
ty where I opened an office and prac­
ticed public accounting until my retire­
ment in 1979. Since my husband re­
mained an invalid, I was unable to 
become very active in the accounting 
fraternity of California, but I did take an 
active role in the Orange County 
Chapter of ASWA, and served 
AWSCPA in various ways, including 
one term as Director.
Looking back over fifty years in the 
business world, I have to admit that I 
was a “pioneer” — the number of 
“firsts” I’ve mentioned attest to that — 
but at the time I was a certified public 
accountant and a woman, trying to do 
the best job of which I was capable. 
Those two terms, “woman” and 
“CPA” are not mutually exclusive and 
my experience has proven that a 
woman can be equally as good as a 
man in accounting. But, to be able to 
look back on a satisfying life, I think we 
must remember to be ourselves: 
women, who happen to be Certified 
Public Accountants, working for the 
betterment of our families, which 
women have done for thousands of 
years. Ω
In 1960 as president of the 
Alaska Society of CPAs, I 
became the first woman 
member of the AICPA 
Council.
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